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Abstract 
Agricultural irrigation canals are widespread across southern France, where they cover a large portion of the Provençal region. 
While they are still extensively used in productive farming, part of the irrigated area is gradually being taken over by peri-urban 
habitat and business and industrial parks. As a result, some parts of the canal network have now been abandoned, either built over 
or turned into dumping grounds for refuse and waste. Ignorance about the usefulness of these canals and the role they play in 
draining has led to frequent flooding after severe Mediterranean storms. 
But these canals are also the backdrop for rapidly developing urban uses and practices. For one, the water is increasingly used to 
irrigate private gardens, municipal green spaces and golf courses. On a recreational level, the canals have become a site for 
numerous practices in recent years: walking, jogging, cycling, horseback riding, fishing, as well as swimming and kayaking. 
Our paper is based on findings from sociological research into the new urban uses of agricultural canals in southern France. First 
we will point up the diverse nature and complexity of their management. Then we will address their long-term and sustainable 
maintenance by examining the different options that exist for their governance into the future 
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It is now increasingly common to underscore the interactions at play between the productive aspects of farming and 
their effects on landscape (Bianchi et al. 2013; Council of Europe 2000), biodiversity (Bengtsson et al. 2005; 
European Parliament 2013), tourism (Torres et al. 2011) and even on environmental awareness and sustainable 
development (Tilbury et al. 2002; Sauvé and Brunelle 2003). And yet other than research by professionals from the 
agricultural sector or associations (Blavoux 2003, Lambert 2009; Martel 2012; Doan and Maigne 2012), little 
research has focused on the environmental potentiality of agricultural irrigation canals.  
 
This paper presents a sociological analysis of the new uses of these canals in the south of France. Some of these uses 
are not actually new–like walking along the paths, swimming and fishing, which were practices previously tied to 
agricultural and rural ways of life. Others are very contemporary and notably practiced by social strata that are 
entirely foreign to traditional rural society. These include hiking, jogging, horseback riding, mountain biking, 
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kayaking and “nature discovery walks” and/or “heritage” walks. We will see that these new uses are connected to 
people from the upper echelons of urban society and that they are part of a new representation of nature that we will 
call “controlled wilderness” in which the notion of “landscape” is particularly important. We will analyse the 
registers called upon by users to justify and give meaning to their “nature-based leisure activities”. In research into 
the multi-functionality of agriculture, landscapes are likened to rural amenities (Fleisher and Tsur, 2009). According 
to the OECD (1996, translated here), these include “natural or man-made goods that the public enjoys 
independently from any role they play in production processes. They are rooted in a well-defined territory with 
specific physical and cultural traits”. It is indeed this separation between the productive and recreational spheres 
that is at play in the construction of new users’ representations, as well as a form of symbolic appropriation of the 
canals which are re-conceived as part of the natural and cultural heritage rather than as production tools. Like many 
other objects, nature has now entered the sphere of heritage. At first glance, it may seem paradoxical to associate the 
two terms since heritage “is part of the history of mankind, which does not a priori appear to pertain to a fossil, rock 
from the Mesozoic era, endemic plant species or rare bird” (Héritier 2013, p. 4, translated here). Despite the fact 
that there is no regulatory framework to control these new uses, they are developing exponentially, which confirms 
the sociological hypothesis that they are part of a structural rather than cyclical trend. Rather than resisting the trend, 
farmers have started looking for very local solutions unique to each canal, thus further underscoring the profession’s 
ability to adapt and the institutional attention still given to hydraulic structures. 
 
 
1. Changing territories: reclassification from agricultural to natural 
 
The status of “agricultural water”–once called “mill water”–is in the process of changing; it is becoming what we 
call “environmental water”. This new qualifier reveals the changes underway in how contemporary society views its 
productive role. It is no longer the advantages for agricultural crops and farmers’ revenues alone that considered, but 
also and increasingly the effects derived from the infrastructure built to support such activities: dams, canals, wells, 
diversions, pumps, terraces, etc. New concerns have arisen such as protecting biodiversity and landscapes, watering 
public and private gardens, flood management, replenishing the water table, protecting the natural environment of 
rivers and diverted waterways, the defence of cultural heritage, etc. (Aspe 2012; Aspe et al. 2014). 
The hydraulic network of irrigation canals is comprised of a gravity-fed network that covers most of the Provençal 
territory and transects areas with varied social and economic purposes: agricultural land, districts filled with single-
family homes and commercial zones, urban centres and peri-urban areas. The first canals were built between the 
Middle Ages and the Renaissance to harness the driving force of water. Their development during the 18th and 19th 
centuries aimed to address the growing need for water in Mediterranean farming. Since the late 19th century, the 
Durance canals have enabled irrigated agriculture to develop, for the intensification of production, increases in crop 
surfaces and the introduction of new crops. To this end, water from the Durance River is diverted into the EDF canal 
and flows through a gravity-fed network of fifteen main canals covering 540 kilometres of primary structures and 
4000 kilometres of secondary networks (Balland 2002). 
Our sociological survey was conducted on a set of seven main canals representing a network of over 500 kilometres. 
It aimed to provide a more complete quantitative and qualitative assessment of the uses observed along the banks 
and paths of the canals. The survey was conducted in two phases. The first phase aimed to enumerate the different 
types of uses based on an observational grid. For seventy days over an eighteen-month period, we collected 772 
observations for the seven canals studied. The goal of the observational grid was to quantify by day, time and site 
the different existing uses of the banks of the Durance canals. The goal of the second phase of the study was to 
collect data on the representations that individuals who use the canals have of these spaces. For this, we conducted 
sixty-two semi-structured interviews with a sample of users based on different types of uses. We also took part in six 
outings and activities organized by leisure, heritage and tourism associations which involved 136 participants in all. 
The table below provides a schematic representation of the Durance canal network and the number of people 
counted along the seven canals studied.  
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Table 1. Number of people counted at each of the canals studied 
Canal 
Number of 
Observations 
Organized outings 
Alpine 78  
Carpentras 153 47 
Craponne 118 30 
EDF 67  
Manosque 101  
Marseille 165 59 
Sud Luberon 90  
Total 772 136 
 
 
 
2. Traditional uses unique to rural ways of life ceding way to urban uses of irrigation canals  
 
Not all of the uses we observed were new. Walking along the paths and, especially, swimming and fishing are 
traditional uses tied to rural sociability. During the interviews conducted, older inhabitants that had constantly used 
the canals since childhood recalled:  
 
“In the neighbourhood where I lived, I was 12 or 13 at the time, and the boys made rafts out of branches and we 
went out on the canal, it was like a real waterway. People with a river go swimming in the river, here in Carpentras, 
we had the canal” Woman, 71 years old, retired employee, Carpentras  
“People swam in the canal. The pool in St Rémy was the canal. There's a spot along the Noves road where it goes 
under the bridge, there are chestnut trees, and people would meet there. I learned to swim in the canal. We'd let 
ourselves sink, dive into the waterfalls, we’d float away. You know, it was great fun”, Man, 84 years old, retired 
farmer, Carpentras 
“There are certainly fish in it, we’ve always fished in it, I remember when I was young, we'd go often, we didn’t 
need to go far, I mean, people have always fished here.” Man, 67 years old, retired postman, Craponne 
 
During the interviews conducted with people who used the canals in their youth, it became clear that until the late 
1960s, users were mostly from the rural working class. People got together for fun activities, children learned to 
swim or gathered in groups to “go down the canal on a raft”. The waterways were also used for predation: picking 
berries, fishing and hunting. Pierre, a former farmer, came to hunt rabbits along the banks and his wife collected 
grasses and dry wood. “Collecting fish” to eat that were trapped in the puddles when the canal was drained was 
another well-established practice recalled by older inhabitants. 
 
 
Fig. 1a. Typical uses of the canals 
 
People continue to swim and fish today, but these activities are relatively marginal compared to other, more 
prominent ones still gaining in popularity: brisk walking, mountain biking, jogging, horseback riding, hiking, as well 
as kayaking and inner tubing, but also outings to explore the local heritage or biodiversity. Unlike previous uses, 
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these new practices are historically and socially connected with urban uses of rural and natural areas. The table 
below shows the distribution of the sample (n=772) based on the different practices observed. 
 
 
Fig. 1b. Typical uses of the canals 
 
 
Fig. 2. Practices observed along the canals in numbers (n=772) 
 
 
Unlike farming, these leisure activities do not require the consummation of any water; rather, they use the hydraulic 
infrastructure as a backdrop. One feature of such activities is that they are diffuse, varied and for the most part 
informal and canals managed for productive purposes now offer an environment conducive to their development: 
towpaths that are maintained, there are cool and shaded trails, a safe body of water, etc. These new uses are not tied 
to rural society and local farming, but are rather undertaken by urban social classes that have moved to rural areas 
but which pursue urban ways of life. Indeed, within our sample, senior managers and intellectual workers were over-
represented since among those met, 40% were part of these categories which represent only 11% of people at the 
regional scale (INSEE 2013). Similarly, 60% of the sample was comprised of people with three or more years of 
post-secondary education while this applies to only 25% of the regional population (INSEE 2013). It as such appears 
that the canals more specifically attract a population with a lot of cultural capital whose use is geared towards 
recreational and leisure practices. There is as such a new canal population comprised of social categories of 
intellectual workers who, for the large majority, have chosen to live in a rural area. The banks of the canals are 
indeed used mostly by individuals who live near the hydraulic structures (70% of the people met lived in the 
municipality where they were interviewed). This proximity is also reflected in the regularity with which users visit 
the canals since 63% of those interviewed said they came at least once a month. 
 
“What is nice about this part of the canal for mountain biking is its technical component and more broadly the 
circuits that you can do in a day and which are well marked up. Furthermore, I don’t have to use my car, I can cycle 
here directly”. Man, 29 years old, electrical engineer, Canal de Marseille 
 “It’s ideal for jogging. The incline isn’t too steep, the ground is stable and the route is clear and shaded, I love it, I 
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come at least once a week, or more.” Man, 34 years old, senior manager in the high tech sector, Canal de Marseille  
“We hike here, I hadn't been to this part before, I had already done a section further up. I like that it’s a maintained 
trail, there aren't too many people and there’s not too much vertical drop, so it's really a nice, easy walk but it's also 
very enjoyable.” Woman, 65 years old, retired university professor, Canal de Manosque. 
“It is the only white water in the department. For us, it’s above all a white water park: there’s current, there are 
places to embark and disembark, the banks are not inaccessible, it’s not too deep, the bottom is rocky so it creates 
river-like rapids. It’s perfect for our regular training.” Man, 47 years old, recreational centre director, Canal de 
Craponne 
 
Using the canals for regular, local purposes is part of a trend that involves a renewed occupation of rural spaces by 
the upper strata of urban society. They occupy these places through their lifestyle choices and uses which are unique 
and urban, rather than rooted in ways that are historically and socially connected to rural life. The recreational use of 
natural spaces has always been widely branded with the seal of social selection. It was an elitist activity in the early 
19th century and is still today most embraced by people from the upper intellectual echelons (Bourdieu 1979; 
Pociello 1981; Bourdeau et al. 2011). Contemporary changes in the ways rural areas are used may be part of what 
Corneloup defines as a “transmodern type of recreational use” which involves a quest for activities that showcase 
nature and transcultural contexts, that promote a more ecological way of life and a different type of tourism based on 
proximity and freedom (Corneloup 2011). A body of sociological research in the 1970s focused on the emergence of 
new types of uses for natural areas which Jean-Claude Chamboredon (1985) has termed a move from “the 
countryside to nature”. With “The vanishing peasant” and the gradual deconstruction of traditional rural society, 
new types of uses emerged in an area that was seemingly free from all social conflict. “Nature” was able to assert 
itself as rural areas lost their “traditional definition dictated by the demands of agricultural use”. These areas could 
as such be perceived by some as “places sheltered from social conflict” in which new uses could flourish.  
  
 
3. From the culture of water to enjoying the banks: the cultural amnesia of new users 
 
Over the past fifteen years, profound economic and social changes have affected the territories supplied and covered 
by irrigation canals in southern France, like in many other parts of Europe (Wandl et al. 2014; Pinto Correira and 
Kristensen 2013). In this Mediterranean region, farming remains a vibrant and important industry: farmers make up 
3.5% of the region’s working population, compared to the national average which was 2.1% in 2010, and it is the 
leading French region for vegetable farming (INSEE 2013; DRAF 2014). The number of people working in the 
agricultural sector has nonetheless decreased starkly, as has the surface area used for farming which has been 
replaced by new housing developments and business parks in the region. The Val de Durance, which includes a 
large part of the territory covered by such irrigation canals, has experienced demographic growth that exceeds the 
average in the region; this growth is mostly connected with the arrival in the area of urban populations comprised 
mainly of highly educated people from the upper socio-demographic echelons (Charpiot-Papanian and Martinelli 
2008).  
 
For this new population, the relationship with rural space is based on a lifestyle choice rather than on their place of 
work or on a productive relationship with the area. Strong cultural amnesia accompanies the way this population 
uses the banks of the canals in the sense that most of these people do not systematically associate the existence of 
paths with farming. It is mainly older people with rural roots that note the agricultural value of such facilities and 
see them as connected to water control. 
 
“Water is like gold here. It’s man-made and it's priceless, without the canal, there would be no farming. It is less so 
now, we know that it’s tourism that’s worth its weight in gold and that’s profitable”. Man, 59 years old, employee, 
Canal de Carpentras 
“Oh no, walking like this along the canal is recent, before it wasn’t done, it’s where we worked, we swam a bit, but 
it was mostly for farming. Because water here is extremely precious, you needed to be careful, to preserve it, it was 
mostly for work. It’s only now that we see this, people running, walking because it’s necessary to stay healthy, 
alongside eating five fruits and vegetables a day!” Man, 71 years, retired farmer, Canal des Alpines 
 
Unlike older users, the new users interviewed were for the large majority unaware of the productive and farming 
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aspects of the canals they used, as well as their regulated nature and the fact that their public use is generally 
prohibited. Most of these users believe that the hydraulic structures belong to local municipalities and that their main 
function is tied to urban planning and recreational uses more than to farming. 
  
“Really, you know, the municipality could put some effort into maintaining them for walkers. When you’ve got trails 
like these, you need to maintain them, they would be more attractive. These conditions need to be preserved and all 
this litter makes it look a little unkempt”. Woman, 45 years old, corporate senior manager, Canal des Alpines 
“It’s true that they could make an effort, in terms of maintenance in some places it's still quite bumpy. It’s not great 
for cycling, it can even be dangerous”. Man, 43 years old, ITER engineer, Canal de Manosque 
“In some spots, it's not very clean, it would be good to clean up more often to leave the trail nice and tidy, and 
maybe put in some trash bins too.” Woman, 34 years old, teacher, Canal de Marseille. 
 
This cultural amnesia is also detectable in another form in the promotion of the tourism and heritage angles of 
irrigation canals for tourism purposes. Several tourist information centres offer outings along the banks of the 
canals. Like in this excerpt about a mountain biking circuit along the Canal de Carpentras, when irrigation 
infrastructure is mentioned, it is above all the landscaped nature of the trails that is underscored, making them “easy 
for mountain bikes to access”. 
“The Canal de Carpentras will be your guide all along this lovely itinerary. The canal winds through the Comtat 
Venaissin plain, and irrigates the many crops which go into making up the beautiful landscapes. Part of this circuit 
goes along the banks of the canal, full of peace and quiet, with Mont Ventoux in the background, and the Dentelles 
de Montmirail mountain range”. Cycling brochure, Vaucluse tourist information centre. 
 
Similarly, during outings organized by environmental associations or environmental awareness groups, the 
productive role of irrigation canals is primarily put forward in terms of the landscapes produced and their effects on 
biodiversity. For example, in a brochure aimed at school children, the agricultural role of the canals is briefly 
mentioned before promoting the site as a “living environment and corridor”. 
“Within a small section, there is a juxtaposition of environments: wooded land, a canal, banks, a path. These spaces 
are more or less developed depending on the canal, the sections and environments, but despite their artificial 
nature, the canals harbour a whole array of species. Many species benefit from this wet and green corridor: both 
native species (beavers, souffia, etc.) and invasive species (coypu, water primrose, etc.).” 
 
More broadly, the agricultural and productive value of irrigation canals in such contemporary discourse is presented 
as rooted more in the past than in the present, with their environmental and heritage aspects pointed up as more 
contemporary topics. And yet, in reality, farming in the Durance region remains a priority in the management of the 
canals and a powerful economic force. Gravity-fed irrigation and the areas supplied by the canals are indeed very 
profitable and productive agricultural zones. For now, other uses of the irrigation canals are peripheral to farming, 
but the development of peripheral activities is part of a broader process involving the symbolic appropriation of 
agricultural areas via new relationships with nature that are rooted in environmental ethics.  
 
 
4. New forms of symbolic appropriation of rural spaces 
 
It seems to be increasingly accepted that “natural nature” does not exist and that when nature is not controlled by 
humans, it can be dangerous due to its unpredictability. One of the main reasons given by people to explain their use 
of gravity-fed canals as places for exploring nature is tied to changes in the prevailing social representations of what 
is nature and of the subsequent relationships between nature and society.  
Since the work of Durkheim (1893), sociologists have generally agreed that all societies have a “collective 
conscience” defined as “the totality of beliefs and sentiments common to the average members of a society” (p.63, 
2014). That means that to assert itself as such, a society must share a set of values that is passed down to children 
during a socialization process which occurs first at home, then at school and then in the workplace. The fundamental 
values of a society–which are inherent to its institutions and taught in its schools–are as such organized in a coherent 
and very stable system. What we believe to be truths are actually only values that have for the most part been turned 
into norms; although they are presented as unavoidable and unchangeable, they actually change with evolving social 
relationships–which raises the question of social change. Since there is not a single theory of social change, each of 
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its supposed causes (technical progress, conflict between social groups, the emergence of new value systems) plays 
a varying and more or less important role depending on the circumstances. What interests us more specifically here 
is the aspect related to the transformation of value systems that can be presented as the logic underpinning behaviour 
and structuring people’s lifestyles. We do not believe that value systems are disconnected from the transformation of 
social relationships (to the contrary), but we will focus our analysis here on the discourse that currently underpins 
the practices surrounding use of controlled spaces such as canal banks and more broadly the reclassification of such 
hydraulic infrastructure as natural/controlled or wild/safe. Indeed, we believe that the contemporary goal is not to 
solve problems by adopting norms, but rather to defend positions by asserting values in order for one set of beliefs 
to triumph over the rest. We will as such analyse what Weber (1921) calls value-rational action, meaning that the 
goal or finality of an action is chosen based on a value system and individuals then try to find the most adequate 
means to optimize their decisions. We shall see how the limits of reasoning cannot be reduced to a logical discipline; 
they are above all driven by normative ethics. The value system upon which all good relationships between mankind 
and nature are currently based and which shapes the idea of sustainability as an instrument for rationalizing 
behaviour is based on broad ethical principles that are widely promoted in scientific writing, political programmes 
and discourse in the media. We have identified five main themes: –nature is vulnerable and fragile, –all living 
creatures, humans and non-humans, are intrinsically valuable, –the diversity of life forms is also intrinsically 
valuable, –human beings must respect other living creatures, –the centrality of human beings bestows upon them a 
principle of responsibility. These values were first vehicled by English-language authors, like Arn Naess who 
distinguished between shallow and deep ecology (Naess 1989), J. Beard Callicott (1999) and Aldo Leopold (1949) 
who is considered to be the pioneer of this new ethics. Contemporary environmental ethics has a new focus: the non-
human natural world, deemed worthy of stand-alone moral consideration, meaning independently from any 
coefficient of usefulness for the existence of humans, and envisaged as a site of intrinsic values or as having rights 
whose existence as such comes with a certain number of moral and legal obligations.  
The contemporary use of irrigation canals is part of a new form of symbolic appropriation of rural areas, reclassified 
through the urban values of idealized living conditions that include a reassuring nature and peaceful way of life. 
 
 
5. The canals: a controlled wilderness 
 
The central hypothesis underpinning such activities is that we are on the cusp of a revolution in social 
representations of the relationship between nature and society. One of the central tenets of this representation is the 
association of controlled and safe qualities in a place with wild and natural attributes. During our interviews, the 
people with whom we spoke drew for the great majority on both of these registers concomitantly to describe the 
canals and explain their reasons for choosing to use the site. While they are a natural space, the canals were also 
deemed safe and preserved by those who use them given their maintenance. They as such represent both a 
vulnerable area that needs to be protected in the name of biodiversity and a place in which controlled nature allows 
people to not feel at risk.  
 
“What’s good for horseback riding is that there are long straight lines without rocks that are really practical for 
cantering. But it’s also shaded and there’s a large array of vegetation, so it’s really an ideal spot”. Man, 42 years 
old, agricultural engineer, Canal de Carpentras 
“I really like coming here to walk, it’s very calm, practical, it’s right next to my house, I don’t need to drive here 
and at the same times it’s magnificent. It's a little taste of paradise with all these species in their natural habitat. I’m 
always surprised to see so many dragonflies, ducks and birds”. Woman, 37 years old, press officer, Canal des 
Alpines 
 “When I’m here, I feel quite safe, it’s open, it’s clean, there are a few people around but not too many, which is 
reassuring. It's not crowded but there are enough people around that you don’t feel isolated, yet you’re still out in 
nature.” Woman, 39 years old, paediatrician, Manosque 
“There are places where you're scared of getting lost, like when you’re in the forest for example, but that’s not 
possible here, you turn around and you can find your way again no problem, so it’s more reassuring for walking in 
nature.” Man, 48 years old, corporate senior manager, Carpentras 
 
The reclassification of agricultural landscapes as “wild” or “natural” landscapes is part of a broader trend involving 
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the social and cultural appropriation of rural spaces interpreted through the lens of environmental ethics. The 
dichotomy between wild landscapes and farmed landscapes, which marks the distinction between natural and rural, 
tends to be side-lined in favour of a new representation of landscapes in which their farming role disappears (Buijs 
et al. 2006). The values given to the places used are based on oppositions other than rural and urban. On the one 
hand nature is considered a landscaped entity, understood as a living whole (mountains, lakes, forests, canals, etc.) 
characterized by its harmony and beauty which encourage hedonistic and aesthetic relationships. On the other hand, 
nature is also a symbol of freedom and of peaceful living conditions that needs to be visible in the everyday use of 
spaces (whether urban or rural), to allow for a momentary liberation from the economic and social constraints of 
daily life.  
 
 
6. The joy of slowness 
 
The addition of water to the dry Mediterranean environment has produced contrasted landscapes which bring added 
value to the living conditions sought by new urban inhabitants. The agricultural role of the canals, like the 
management of their water for productive purposes has been replaced by the promotion of the aesthetic and 
landscaped aspects of flowing water. The presence of water is one of the main reasons that individuals choose to 
frequent the banks of the canals.  
“It’s true that coming here provides a real break, and the water is soothing, I really like its noise, the slow flow of 
moving water.” Man, 48 years old, corporate manager in a large company, Canal des Alpines. 
“This is a little taste of paradise, it’s cool, there’s the water, the presence of water and walking like this, kind of 
letting your imagination run, it allows me to disconnect fully from the stress of daily life”. Woman, 42 years old, 
journalist, Canal de Craponne 
 
The canals that run through numerous agglomerations have also become landscaped spaces, elements of urban 
parks, similar to spouting fountains in many French parks, ornamental ponds in Italian gardens or bodies of water 
traversed by small bridges in Japanese parks. 
The value placed on canals as garden spaces is connected to the quest for calm and a break at the root of which the 
presence of water and its aesthetic aspects (colours, sounds) are factors that define the landscape. Such aspects 
appear disconnected from contemporary lifestyles, and notably the hustle and flow of daily “home-work” commutes 
which have not stopped increasing over the past decade. Indeed, sixty percent of inhabitants in the Val de Durance 
work in a municipality other than the one in which they live. A large share of these residents travel daily to one of 
the large agglomerations that are over forty kilometres away such as Aix-en-Provence, Marseille or Avignon 
(Jourdan and Novella 2012). People’s relationship with their home space–here with the rural Durance region–is in 
part defined by their daily commutes. Using the banks of the canals therefore also represents a break from the 
rhythm associated with travelling to work, notably due to the canals’ proximity to people's homes and, even more 
so, the peaceful environment they offer users. They are a counterpoint to the intensity of people’s travels and 
commuting: they are almost an apologia for the slowness symbolized by the movement and presence of calm and 
controlled water. 
 
 
7. Towards a shared and heritage-based management of the canals? 
 
 
Irrigation canals are managed by ASAs (Authorized User Associations), which are governed by private law and 
comprised of landowners who are collectively responsible for managing the water in the canals. These associations 
are responsible not only for the distribution of water to users, but also for maintaining the canals, which involves the 
annual cleaning of the hydraulic network and the maintenance of towpaths. ASAs are as such legally liable for all 
canal property (infrastructure and access routes). Created in the late 19th century, these structures must now deal 
with new and expanding urban uses. Firstly because such use, even if it is still broadly prohibited, is growing and 
managers need to address the issue either in a regulatory manner or by attempting to control it. Second, because the 
existence of such uses provides the hydraulic structures with added value and could, in the long run, encourage their 
perpetuation by promoting their heritage value through the increased involvement of local municipalities in funding 
their maintenance. How can such new uses be included and institutionalized in the current forms of irrigation canal 
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management? What types of cohabitation could exist between farming and the promotion of hydraulic structures for 
tourism or heritage purposes? 
Over the past decade, ASAs have slowly begun to include other actors in their management and have expanded to 
encompass issues beyond those strictly tied to the agricultural sector. The implementation of canal contracts by the 
Agence de l’eau Rhône Méditerranée Corse (RMC Water Agency) starting in 2005 is part of this process. The 
overarching goal of such contracts is to offer a concerted approach to managing the resource between the different 
uses by seeking to “examine the use of canals by assessing all of the services provided by the canals on their 
territories. While the primary role of the canals is and will remain the provision of irrigation and water for 
farmland, gardens and green spaces, they also play an economic, environmental, social and heritage role” (Agence 
de l'eau 2005, translated here). Within the scope of their canal contracts, ASAs have initiated a certain number of 
actions that aim to underscore the heritage aspects of their hydraulic structures and also allow for a more 
institutional handling of uses that have not yet been regulated. This is the case for example on the Canal de 
Craponne which, in the context of its canal contract, has included kayaking among the leisure activities permitted on 
the canal.  
“For us, a canal contract was essential. We moved from being in a position of refusal and conflict to the 
institutionalization of our use. The managers quickly saw the advantage of including us, because our use pointed up 
other uses of the canal, it showed that it was of environmental and heritage value, even if this is more or less well 
accepted by those who use the canal for watering. But for us, this contract was essential". President, kayak 
association, Entressens, Canal de Craponne. 
 
Ten of the fifteen main canals in the Durance region have taken a canal contract approach. By getting financially 
involved in promoting the environmental and heritage aspects of the Durance canals, the Agence de l’eau can also 
justify their maintenance within a legislative context (LEMA 2006 and DCE 2001) in which economic reasoning 
over the resource prevails. In this sense and to ensure the perpetuation of hydraulic infrastructure and irrigation 
practices that use large quantities of water, it is also necessary to promote their non-productive, environmental and 
heritage roles. 
The SOURSE approach (Guidelines for the reasonable and shared use of water resources) taken by the Provence 
Alpes Côte d’Azur region is also part of this trend. The goal at the regional scale is to share the water resource but 
also to control the land in the Provençal hinterland. Indeed, the goal of the Regional Water Charter signed by the 
Region in 2012 is to “build a shared culture between actors involved with the canals’ water and those involved in 
territorial planning”. In this context, bodies responsible for the shared management of water like ASAs are 
presented as having to both evolve in order to incorporate such planning goals, but also as the most likely to be able 
to address these goals.  
 
For now, these different institutional frameworks are only incentive-based and are not legally binding. While they 
have allowed ASAs to modernize and supported them in promoting the recreational and environmental uses of 
hydraulic structures, the regulatory and everyday management of their use is governed by arrangements that are 
more local than regional. For example, the Canal de Carpentras ASA sought a legal framework that would allow for 
the maintenance and development of activities gaining in popularity and which are also promoted by the local tourist 
information centres. To this effect, it offered municipalities “overlapping management agreements” that place 
responsibility for use of the banks on the signatories of the agreements. These types of agreements allow a certain 
number of uses to be covered, although not all of those currently practiced. The ASA has also come up with a 
“charter of good practice” to remind users of the regulated nature of their use and the agricultural priority of the 
banks.  
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“The Canal de Carpentras is not opposed to the use of its banks for tourism purposes but this is to be done under 
several conditions. The first is that leisure associations and facilities connected with tourism offer only “non-
motorized” activities. Tolerated activities: Walking, cycling, fishing, dog walking. Activities that require 
authorization: Horseback riding, kayaking. Prohibited activities: motorized devices, swimming”, Charter of good 
practice for the banks of the Canal de Carpentras, translated here. 
 
In other local contexts, the municipality has been made directly responsible since the banks of the canals have 
become widely used public spaces. As the mayor of one of the municipalities supplied by the Canal de Manosque 
has noted,  
“The canal said to us, we manage the water, but we would like you to be in charge of everything to do with public 
use and the presence of walkers on the maintenance paths. They’re not wrong. The canal uses it every two months to 
clear the paths, but at weekends, it is the busiest place in the municipality. So there is certainly a dispute over who is 
responsible for the banks. Up until now, we’ve refused to take on this responsibility, but we will have to come 
around”. Elected official, Canal de Manosque.  
 
While for the time being elected officials from the affected municipalities have remained in the backdrop, the 
increase in different types of uses will without a doubt lead to the increased involvement of municipalities in 
managing the hydraulic structures and in the control and regulation of their use. It is as a go-between for 
municipalities that the Alpilles Regional Natural Park agreed in its charter to “include the perpetuation of the 
network of agricultural canals as a broader territorial planning issue. (…) Complement the role of ASAs in order to 
ensure the control of public works investments.” Charter of the Alpilles Regional Natural Park, translated here. 
 
All of these initiatives underscore the contemporary importance placed on different types of uses in the management 
of agricultural canals. They particularly allow ASAs to sustainably incorporate new actors–like municipalities and 
sporting associations–into the funding and management of the structures within their scope. It is more than likely 
that in the future their development will result in a need for normalization within a legislative and regulatory 
framework applicable to all. We can surmise that farmers will play a fundamental role in the construction of such a 
framework and will push strongly to maintain control over canal management, but it also seems extremely likely 
that they will have to work alongside other territorial actors.  
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